We think it is fi tting to use a cliché in our title to describe a play written by the king of clichés, Drew Hayden Taylor. Clichés are fun; clichés get laughs. Taylor's recent play God and the Indian fi rst opened at Vancouver's Firehall Arts Centre in 2013; after revisions that pared it down to an eighty-minute one-act play, God and the Indian was remounted in a co-production by Native Earth Performing Arts and the Firehall Arts Centre in 2015.
God and the Indian certainly has some lines that make you chuckle, but these lines are set within a matrix of complex content and sombre emotions deriving from residential school abuse and its eff ects on both a perpetrator and a survivor, topics that are not the least bit funny. Taking Taylor's lead with clichés, some elements of this performance were good, others bad, and some downright ugly.
Taylor's play tells the story of a homeless Cree woman, Johnny Indian, also known as Lucy, who recognizes one of her former abusers while panhandling. She follows this man, Anglican bishop George King, to his offi ce, where she confronts him about his actions as he simultaneously begins questioning her memories and their reliability. Th is cat-and-mouse dynamic causes us to wonder: Have homelessness and abuse clouded her memories? Can she trust herself and what she thinks she remembers? Taylor explores the complex realities of forgiveness and healing from abuse. Th ese are particularly painful topics for survivors. In addition, these prove to be very sensitive subjects in the context of the outpouring of stories from residential school survivors that resulted from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.
Th e program included a brief history of residential schools, a summary of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission's work, and a statement on the importance of people telling their stories. Indian Residential Schools Survivor Society support staff were at the performance off ering smudging and support for anyone
The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly: A Review of God and the Indian by Drew Hayden Taylor by Michelle La Flamme and Taylor Breckles needing it. Both the program notes and the front-of-house staff also mentioned that a crisis line was available for audience members. Th ese elements showed respect for the sensitive content of the play and a clear awareness of the potential for triggering vicarious trauma for the audience.
Th e Truth and Reconciliation Commission revealed the extent of abuses that occurred at residential schools, abuses that were suppressed by school offi cials and denied in the mainstream media for decades. Th e power of Taylor's play lies in its subject matter; considering that the last residential school closed only in 1996, the topic has the potential to generate real emotional responses for viewers. Th e realism of the set created an opportunity for us to contemplate the idea of real victims running into the perpetrators and the possible tension this could ignite. Th is power was underlined by the play's realistic acting and by Renae Morrisseau's insightful directing choices. For example, Th omas Hauff showed an appropriately dynamic range when he shifted from portraying the bishop as initially very mild mannered to hysterical when he thinks his family is being disrespected. Lisa Ravensbergen, as Johnny, delivered the powerful and witty dialogue with fervour and intensity, punctuating her lines with a "Ha" and using all manner of physicality, from the intricate use of her hands to wildly expressive facial gestures, to add emphasis to the text. Both actors' emotional responses demonstrate the horrifi c realities of life in residential schools, eff ectively pulling the audience into the lived experiences of not only the characters but also the real survivors of the system. Johnny's questions about the erasure of memory and her description of feeling like an invisible ghost are chilling. In particular, her brother, who died in residential school, emerges as a character who is both fully embodied and eerily vanished. Johnny tells the audience that when her parents came to claim her from ctr 168 fall 2016
The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly | VIEWS AND REVIEWS Photo by Ed Maruyama/Akipari Photography residential school, they blamed her for her brother's death. She wonders if the erasure of school records following her brother's death in the residential school means that he never existed and suggests that her parents' response to his death renders her a ghost as well. As she goes on to detail the various ways that her family and her very existence have been erased, the audience feels her physical and emotional pain. We are encouraged to empathize with her, even though many will never know the extent of her trauma. In watching Johnny reveal her experiences, the audience seemed to move into a state of shock, recognizing the complexity of the abuse and betrayal Taylor represents onstage. For survivors of residential schools, Lucy's experience is all too real.
It is from the perspective of a ghostly half-life of a person who has lost her name, culture, and family that the play poses philosophical questions about existence. In addition, the alleged perpetrator and survivor debate prompts questions about the meaning of sin and forgiveness and the role of God in allowing such harm. Th ese profound questions echo throughout the play as Johnny insists on getting answers. Taylor's broad metaphysical questions are made tangible not only because we now know the eff ects of residential schools but also because they, along with statistics about the extent of residential school abuse, are humanized through the story of one woman's life. Th at's the good.
Th e bad has to do with the ugly. Th e ugly element of the play is the haunting memory of the sexual abuse that Johnny experienced in residential school and the ways in which this primary trauma has crippled her emotionally. Th e bad is how this abuse is handled in the world of the play. At the beginning of the play, ctr 168 fall 2016
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Johnny states that her healing requires the bishop to remember her and to acknowledge that his abuse of her was not right. Th e character Johnny speaks here with sound psychological insight; however, the play stages the ongoing denial of her reasonable, appropriate, and psychologically necessary request. While the play continually hints at the bishop's guilt, it does not go far enough in explicitly acknowledging Johnny's experience of abuse. For example, the bishop confesses to his acts, but then after he gives his "confession," he says he has off ered it under duress and has just fabricated this fake confession in order to shut Johnny up. Later in the play, he off ers Johnny a glass of Cointreau, which is scented like the oranges he used to buy her silence about her abuse as a child. Is this gesture meant to be a reconciliation or a subtle repetition of past abuse, knowing that the oranges would be a trigger for her? Th e playwright refuses to provide audiences with a clear view of the bishop as perpetrator by representing him in ambiguous terms, leaving the audience to wonder: Did he or did he not harm her? Does he or does he not feel guilt? Th ese moments in the play bring to mind larger philosophical and psychological questions. If a perpetrator confesses but it does not ring true to the victim, what then? What purpose does it serve to hear a survivor repeat the details of her abuse and to have her memory repeatedly denied?
At the end of the play, Johnny pulls out a gun, giving the audience hope that she will punish her abuser or that the bishop will take his own life. Ultimately, however, Taylor is teasing the audience, and the gun is never used to resolve the tension that the play builds up. Like Johnny, we leave the theatre unfulfi lled by the play's treatment of the survivor testimony and the lack of accountability that the play appears to endorse.
Th e play left us with unanswered ethical questions: What does it mean when characters do not agree on the "truth," particularly when that "truth" is tied to claims of sexual abuse? Why doesn't the play completely endorse the truth claims of the survivor? How will audience members with family or personal experience of residential school survivorship respond to the priest's denials? Th e bishop's sins are framed here as sins of omission not commission so he indirectly denies responsibility for Johnny's sexual abuse allegations. Does the play intend to call survivors' testimonies into question?
God and the Indian is a thought-provoking play that addresses the impact of residential school on one woman's life and represents her attempt to heal by having the perpetrator of her sexual assault acknowledge his guilt. But the bishop does not do this in this play. Instead, this fi ctional depiction of a survivor of residential school abuse suggests the victim may have made up her story, may have revised its key details, or perhaps was just too drunk to get the details right (as the priest implies). Th e play's treatment of Johnny's story inadvertently contributes to the conspiracy of denial that says, "It was not that bad" or "It did not really happen," which have been the offi cial societal, governmental, and religious responses until very recently.
Questioning the veracity of residential school survivors' testimony is ultimately disempowering for survivors. Considering that survivors only began telling their stories nationally in the early 1990s, denial-whether it occurs in a classroom, in a courtroom, in casual conversation, in the media, or onstage-has an eff ect on victims and future testimonies. Although the play is purportedly about healing from abuse, God and the Indian unwittingly obscures, minimizes, and denies the validity of the character/ survivor's testimony onstage through its realistic dramatization of trauma and its after-eff ects.
Perhaps Taylor intended to represent society's ignorance about the abuse that occurred in residential schools. But one must ask whether, at this historical moment, when the realities of these abuses are only beginning to be taught, it would not have been more eff ective to fully acknowledge these atrocities onstage rather than represent them being denied or minimized … yet again.
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